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Notions of what it means to be a leader are evolving as America becomes more accepting 
of perspectives purported by minoritized individuals. Psychologists are often well positioned to 
be leaders in their professional settings; most are equipped with a multifaceted skillset which 
enables them to effectively evaluate people and situations to provide valuable insight and 
direction across different professional contexts and situations. The present study seeks to 
understand the leadership qualities of Black psychologists by examining their conceptualization 
of their social identities and lived experiences, as proposed by Chin and Trimble (2015).  
The present research follows a qualitative grounded theory methodology. A convenience 
sampling method was used to recruit 10 Black psychologists from across the country, with half 
(5) male-identified and half (5) female-identified individuals. Volunteers interviewed in person, 
over the phone, or via video call (e.g., Skype or FaceTime). After giving consent to participate 
and audio record the interview, volunteers took part in a semi-structured interview consisting of 
15 questions developed by the principal researcher. After the interview, each audio recording 
was transcribed and subsequently analyzed using grounded theory to determine prominent 
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themes. An additional researcher was identified to assist with the data analysis. Results indicated 
4 overarching themes: (a) Understanding Cultural Heritage and Identity; (b) Challenging 
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Leadership Qualities of African American Psychologists 
As America is becoming more diverse, there is a need and desire to increase the 
representation of people of color, women, and sexual minorities in leadership positions within 
professional groups and organizational contexts. These populations are poorly represented as 
leaders across many disciplines, though opportunities are increasing (Gasman, Abiola, & 
Travers, 2015; Logan, 2011; Rosette, Leonardelli, Phillips, & Zedeck, 2008). The historical 
scarcity of opportunity for diverse people in leadership roles coincides with a generally held 
notion of leadership: that a prototypical leader displays the qualities of a European-American 
(White) and heterosexual male (Logan, 2011). Indeed, diverse leaders who move into higher 
organizational levels adjust their identities to reflect qualities synonymous with dominate-culture 
leaders (Hogg & Terry, 2000). Those who do not have these qualities can be susceptible to 
scrutiny from their peers, subordinate staff, or the organization at large (Mohamed, 2010; Rosette 
et al., 2008). Stereotypes harshly affect the reputation of people of color, particularly African 
American. Carton and Rosette (2011) describe powerful racial stereotypes, such as ones 
surrounding Blacks being incompetent, which hamper the chances of Blacks being perceived as 
influential leaders, regardless of how much success they attain. However, Black leaders, as well 
as other racial/ethnic populations, often identify their social identities as being a salient part of 
their identity as a leader; others may play a role in making these social identities conscious, or 
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they may permeate through their leadership style (Chin & Trimble, 2015). Because European 
American leaders often do not have to think about their phenotypic identity (being White), they 
neglect to examine how race and/or ethnicity may be related to how diverse leaders conduct 
themselves. The history of racism in America and the "color-blind" nature of traditional and 
contemporary leadership theories demonstrates a need for further exploration into qualities, 
behaviors, and experiences of racial/ethnically diverse leaders, specifically Black psychologist 
(Ospina & Trimble, 2009).  
Clayborne and Hamrick (2007) reviewed the conceptions of leadership of six women of 
color within midlevel student affairs administration at predominantly white institutions. The 
qualitative analysis was shaped by three principal themes: leadership approaches, personal 
experiences and challenges, and support structures. The respondents described the process of 
leadership as collaborative; "they solicited feedback, listened and responded to the needs and 
concerns of others, worked alongside staff members, gave credit to staff members contributions 
and input, and understood and provided guidance and nurturing” (p.131). When discussing the 
impacts of race within their daily work, their responses were mixed. One insisted that all of their 
social identities played an integral role in how they lead, while others found themselves binding 
to race or gender-based leadership characterizations. Respondents also reported feeling isolated 
from senior-level administrators and described having little opportunity for training or 
mentoring. In reference to support structures, respondents found themselves leaning into their 
spiritual lives and relationships with family. Clayborne and Hamrick (2007) note that these 
responses echo concerns raised by prior theorists around experiences of isolation and lack of 
access to effective mentoring for Black women. 
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Jean-Marie (2006) described the experiences of three distinguished Black female leaders 
as they fostered social change during the civil rights era. The study examined four specific 
themes associated with their work. Each of the women's lives was affected by the nation's 
transition away from the enforcement of Jim Crow laws. The social and political climate 
surrounding the unequal treatment of Blacks affected how each woman developed their ethics for 
social justice. All three women also experienced unequal treatment on the basis of race and 
gender at their respective HBCU (Historically Black Colleges and Universities), both as students 
and professionals within the school's administration. Each used their platform in formal 
leadership positions to challenge traditionally held notions of higher education and provide 
programming to encourage the success of underrepresented students, particularly Black students. 
In the end, they articulated their leadership as inextricably tied to "social change [and] 
institutional reform" (2006, p. 99).   
Leadership Theories 
Early leadership scholarship has neglected consideration of marginalized populations in 
conceptualizing its meaning. Such theories, including the Great Man and Trait Theory of 
leadership, were derived without accounting for culturally diverse peoples (Chin & Trimble, 
2015). However, 21st-century society, being made up of a more diverse populace, has seen 
individuals earning opportunities in leadership and management that were once not afforded to 
them. Two contemporary theories, attempt to describe how leadership may be employed in this 
new generation, moving from more categorical descriptions toward flexible characterizations of 
leadership qualities.  
Studied as early as mid-19th century, Great Man theory centered on the notion that in 
each generation, a few exceptional men were born with the qualities that compelled others to 
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follow them (Northouse, 2004). Essentially, these leaders are born, not shaped by their 
surroundings, and their characteristics have altered the course of human history. Trait theory was 
built upon the Great Man model by attempting to identify traits that are representative of 
successful leadership, including age, appearance, intelligence, knowledge, responsibility, and 
emotional control, among other characteristics (Stogdill, 1974). Critics have argued that failing 
to account for situational factors is a dramatic oversight in the theory's formulation, not to 
mention it accounted for factors associated with being White, middle class, heterosexual males 
(English, 2006). Later leadership theories sought to expand their definitions to account for 
situational factors (Situational and Contingency theory) and the relationship between leaders and 
their followers (Transactional Theory; English, 2006; Northouse, 2004). In 1978, the 
transformational leadership theory was derived for leaders and followers to improve the levels of 
moral and motivation. This theory focuses on the leader's personality, traits, ability to change 
through examples, and articulation of vision and goals. The leader provides followers with an 
inspiring mission and vision to give them an identity. The leader transforms and motivates 
followers through charisma, intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration (Northouse, 
2004). Building on transformational leadership theory, Chin and Trimble (2015) proposed a 
model that dynamically conceptualized leadership to include "examination of the diversity of 
leader and member characteristics associated with social identities and their lived experiences in 
[the] understanding of leadership, and [in] the exchange that occurs between them" (p. 46). Their 
model, the Diverse Leader-Member-Organizational Exchange Paradigm (DLMOX), seeks to 
account for the "complex, multiple, and intersecting dimensions" of leadership among diverse 
leaders in various settings (Chin & Trimble, 2015, p. 274). This model represents an attempt to 
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integrate multicultural factors into leadership theory explicitly. In the next section, Black 
leadership is discussed and illustrated by a few prominent leaders. 
 Black leadership. Some will ask, why does examining Black leadership matter? There 
are many Black leaders whose qualities and skills could fit into one of the aforementioned styles 
of leadership. No theory states that it excludes Black, or any diverse ethnic group, from 
conforming to the tenets of a given theory. Those who have these questions should consider the 
concept suggested by W.E.B. Du Bois, describing a phenomenon experienced by minority 
individuals negotiating their identities. Du Bois describes this phenomenon as double 
consciousness—seeing one's self from the perspective of the dominant culture and from the 
perspective of the Black community. In his work, The Souls of Black Folk, he spoke of "a 
duality between two perspectives, with one perspective embracing African-American culture and 
the other perspective viewing African-American culture with contempt" (Black, Spence, & 
Omari, 2004, p. 40). He points out that Black Americans are persistently judged by another 
culture's measuring stick and never seem to quite measure up (Black et al., 2004; DuBois, 1903). 
This double consciousness may account for differences in how African Americans view and 
interact with the world around them, particularly as we discuss leadership. An exploration of the 
experiences of the following individuals attempts to bring life to this concept. 
In understanding Black leaders and how they lead, one must understand the contextual 
themes and barriers of the 20th and 21st centuries. Social movements aimed at expanding the 
rights of Blacks were at the forefront of American politics. One of the more preeminent tasks 
during this time was making progress towards racial equality. Walters and Smith (1999) noted 
that scholars made "little effort … to develop any full and precise definition of Negro leadership" 
(p. 7). However, Ladd (1966; as cited in Walters & Smith, 1999) offers an early definition of 
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African American leadership as "persons able to make decisions affecting the choice of race 
objectives and/or the means utilized to attain them" (p. 4). Another definition offered by Wilson 
(1960; as cited in Walters & Smith, 1999) explains Black leadership as "civic leaders persons 
who acted as if the interests of the race or community were their goal" (p. 10). An essential 
aspect of understanding Black leadership is the understanding Black leaders. A few prominent 
leaders are described below. 
Frederick Douglas. After teaching himself to read, Frederick Douglass eventually was 
able to escape his tumultuous life as a slave and headed north toward Baltimore. While there, he 
began sharing his story at local abolitionist meetings and honing his skills as a writer and 
speaker. After spending time in Liverpool, England and garnering support from advocates, 
Douglass purchased his freedom and returned to America to work on a number of abolitionist 
publications. He also gained popularity for his passionate speeches regarding the rights of blacks 
and women. His renown attracted the attention of two US presidents, who consulted him on the 
treatment of blacks in the military and black suffrage. He even ran as a vice presidential 
candidate on the Equal Rights Party ticket in 1872 and was one of the first charismatic and 
outspoken African Americans of the anti-slavery movement (Biography.com, n.d.). 
Harriet Tubman. Harriet Tubman’s early life as a slave was fraught with physical and 
mental abuses that resulted in seizures, severe headaches and narcoleptic episodes that stayed 
with her for the rest of her life. After she escaped from slavery during the mid-1900s and 
experienced the "glory" of freedom, Tubman dedicated her life to rescuing her family and others 
from bondage, which culminated in the forging of the "underground railroad." She was able to 
guide her parents, several siblings, and many others to freedom. When the law changed, allowing 
slaves who escaped to the north to be captured and returned to their owner, Tubman rerouted the 
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railroad to Canada, which prohibited slavery. During the American civil war, she continued to 
play a significant role in liberating slaves. She even worked as an armed scout and spy, 
becoming the first woman to lead an armed expedition in a war (Biography.com, n.d.). 
W.E.B. Du Bois. Being born and raised in the north during the mid-to-late 19th century, 
W.E.B. Du Bois rarely encountered the struggles most Blacks faced at the time. He attended 
school with White students and felt he had received adequate support from white teachers and 
other advocates. It was not until Du Bois moved to Tennessee to attend a college that he 
experienced Jim Crow laws and racism. After studying in Germany and returning to America, De 
Bois became the first African American to earn a PhD at Harvard University. Not long after, he 
began a prolific writing career and advocacy to address the plight facing the African American 
community. De Bois argued for social and political equality for Blacks in America, urging that 
the way to gain full citizenship rights is for Blacks to protest, pursue education, and take political 
action. In addition, he adamantly opposed views of whites being biologically superior and 
vocally supported the women's suffrage movement (Biography.com, n.d.) 
Malcolm X. With parents who were actively involved in the Black Nationalist movement, 
Malcolm X’s early life was filled with many tense radicalized encounters. From his family being 
threatened by the Ku Klux Klan and watching his family's home burned to the ground to his 
father being murdered by white supremacists, Malcolm quickly learned the painful burden of 
being African American in the 1930s. After being told by a teacher that his aspirations to be a 
lawyer were unrealistic, he dropped out of school, moved to Boston, and began a life of crime 
that resulted in his imprisonment in 1946. While in prison, he learned about the Nation of Islam 
and converted to the faith upon his release several years later. A gifted and inspirational speaker, 
Malcolm embodied the radicalized sect of the civil rights movement, proposing Blacks claim 
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their freedom from racism "by any means necessary," which included violence. This drew many 
followers and detractors, even criticism from figures like Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. After a rift 
developed with his mentor and leader of his faith, Malcolm left the Nation of Islam and 
embarked on a journey to Africa and the Middle East, which prompted a shift in his political and 
spiritual philosophy and conversion to the traditional Islam faith. After returning and sharing his 
ideological transformation with his followers, Malcolm became a target of the Nation of Islam. 
He was assassinated by affiliates of the faith in 1965 (Biography.com, n.d.). 
Martin Luther King Jr. Martin Luther King Jr. was born into a family steeped in the 
Christian faith. His father, a Baptist minister, fought against racial prejudice, considering racism 
to be against God's will. King would adopt his father's passion and views as he aged and began 
his career as a minister in 1955, after receiving his PhD. After the Montgomery bus boycotts, Dr. 
King was elected to lead future efforts to boycott Jim Crow laws. King's fresh and skillful 
rhetoric reignited the civil rights battles across the country. As a part of the creation of the 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference, an organization founded to organize the moral 
authority and organizing power of the Black church, Dr. King (along with other ministers and 
civil rights activists) lectured across the country on race relations. Inspired by Mahatma Gandhi 
in India, Dr. King also embraced the philosophy of civil disobedience, instructing protesters not 
to respond to violence with violence, which many times meant enduring verbal and physical 
abuses. He describes the philosophy in more detail from the Birmingham jail, saying 
"Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis and foster such a tension that a community 
which has constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront the issue" (Letter from 
Birmingham). After being released from jail, he continued organizing demonstrations in the 
south, culminating in the famous "March on Washington" August 28th, 1963. The efforts of Dr. 
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King and company resulted in the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 enforcing 
desegregation and outlawing discrimination at public institutions. Dr. King continued to be at the 
center of the fight for not only racial equality but equality for all, even as he was criticized for 
being too passive. Dr. King was assassinated in 1968 (Biography.com, n.d.). 
Maya Angelou. Maya Angelou noted that she experienced racial prejudice and 
discrimination firsthand while growing up in Arkansas. However, she suffered at the hands of a 
family associate as well. When Angelou was 7 years old, her boyfriend's mother raped her, an 
experience so traumatizing, she stopped speaking for a period of time. Years later, she would 
pursue her interests in the arts as a dancer, writer, and actress at the California Labor School. She 
landed parts in movies, on Broadway, and even recorded an album, many of which earned strong 
reviews from critics. A notable civil rights advocate, Angelou organized and starred in the 
musical Cabaret for Freedom as a benefit for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
while also serving as a northern coordinator for the organization. At the request of a fellow 
writer, she wrote about her childhood and young adult years in her memoirs titled, I Know Why 
the Caged Bird Sings, which made history as the first nonfiction best-seller by an African 
American woman. This began her enormously successful career as a writer of several books and 
made numerous appearances in TV and movies. She even wrote a poem On the Pulse of 
Morning, especially for President Clinton's inauguration ceremony. She is considered by many to 
be a literary legend (Biography.com, n.d.). 
Mae Jemison. Since she was young, Mae Jemison had always wanted to travel to space. 
However, she decided to pursue a career in biomedical engineering at Stanford University, where 
she was also a dancer/performer and head of the black student union. She later attended medical 
school at Cornell University and studied in Cuba and Kenya and worked at a Cambodian refugee 
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camp in Thailand. She would then return to the US to become a general medical practitioner. In 
1985, Jemison once again had the desire to explore space and decided to apply to the space 
program. Two years later, she became the first African American female to be admitted into the 
astronaut training program. In 1992, her dream came true as she traveled into space aboard the 
Endeavour. When she returned to earth, she advocated for women and minority groups to receive 
more opportunities to journey into space (Biography.com, n.d.). 
Barack Obama. Born to a Kenyan father and a European American mother, Barack 
Obama spent much of his childhood negotiating biracial identity. Though he spent his early life 
in Hawaii, Obama encountered racism and sought to reconcile the social perceptions concerning 
his multiracial heritage. He also knew little of his father, which caused him distress. He was able 
to move on to college, and after achieving a degree in political science, he moved to Chicago to 
work as a community organizer for low-income residents. He later entered law school at Harvard 
and became the first African American elected editor of the Harvard Law Review. He later 
married Michelle, had children and became a substantial figure in Illinois politics. Obama 
developed a strong reputation for bridging the gap between Democrats and Republicans in the 
state legislator. In addition, he advocated for programs and policies directed at addressing the 
needs of lower and middle-class individuals. After an unsuccessful campaign for a seat in the 
House of Representatives, he became the third African American elected as a US senator since 
reconstruction. Successes as a senator led Obama to run for president in 2008. He would 
eventually defeat Republican nominee John McCain in the general election, making him the first 
African American President in the history of the United States. Among his accomplishments in 
two terms as president, Obama championed health care reform, while working to address the 
country’s budget concerns. He nominated three Supreme Court justice candidates, with two 
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being sworn in and affecting several landmark decisions including upholding critical aspects of 
the Affordable Care Act and legalizing same-sex marriage across the country. He has also been 
outspoken about race relations in the country and set forth a number of initiatives to combat 
racial inequality on a number of fronts (Biography.com, n.d.). 
 Synthesis. The work and character of the leaders surveyed here could be conceptualized 
through the lenses of the aforementioned leadership theories. It would not be far fetched to 
assume there was something in their nature that inspired, or otherwise compelled, others to 
follow them (Great Man Theory and Transformational Theory). These individuals embody the 
courageousness, hope, and innovation needed to revolutionize the meaning of Blackness in 
America. In other words, they were trailblazers—leaders—in defining Black identity, as it is 
known today (Trait Theory). Each worked in their unique ways, using acquired knowledge 
through experience and/or the attainment of education, to address the dire circumstances they 
and others suffered while in bondage, through the Jim Crow era, and today, as modern overt and 
covert discrimination is endured (Situational Theory). Essential to their practices is the depth of 
sympathy, compassion, and care they had for others who suffered oppression in America. Their 
acts not only benefited their well-being but all African Americans–even affecting the lives of 
other disenfranchised groups (Transformational Theory). While exploring the lived experiences 
of these individuals compared to established leadership theories could be done, a more 
productive and fascinating exercise would be investigating how Black leaders differ from others 
in their implementation of leadership. Psychologists are uniquely positioned to be leaders in 
American society. The following section posits ways in which Black psychologists lead within 
their discipline and beyond.  
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Black Psychologists as Leaders 
Psychologists regularly interact with individuals in various contexts, working with clients 
and/or professionals within or across disciplines. They are uniquely positioned to provide 
guidance and influence in their roles within their respective settings. In addition, many American 
Psychological Association (APA) accredited doctoral programs emphasize helping students 
develop a multifaceted skill set, which better equips them to lead in a variety of contexts. 
Assuming a psychologist was appropriately trained at the graduate level by an accredited 
academic institution, many psychologists (including Black psychologists) are equipped with the 
necessary skills to manage people and provide leadership across contexts and situations 
effectively.  
Little has been written about Black psychologists concerning their qualities as leaders. 
The limited numbers of African Americans in psychology may be one variable that explains the 
dearth of research attention. Blacks earn 6% of all doctoral degrees awarded in the field, with 
Black males earning 1% of those degrees (National Science Fountation, National Center for 
Science and Engineering Statistics, 2015). In 2015, European Americans made up 83% of the 
active psychology workforce, while African Americans represent just over 5% (American 
Psychological Association, 2015). Initiatives prompted by the APA have attempted to respond to 
deficits in the recruitment, retention, and training of ethnic minorities (American Psychological 
Association, 1997; 2000) and have yielded some success in increasing the number of represented 
minority groups within the field. However, not much has been written about how Black 
psychologists navigate the professional terrain as leaders. Given their rarity in the field, how do 
Black psychologists orient their professional identity? To what extent is this identity distinct or 
LEADERSHIP QUALITIES OF BLACK PSYCHOLOGISTS  13 
 
similar to their European American counterparts? The following section describes how Black 
psychologists have employed leadership through the formation of a professional organization. 
 Leadership of the Association of Black Psychologists. African American psychologists 
attending the APA Conference in 1968 felt that the concerns of ethnic minorities did not receive 
adequate attention. In line with the self-determination and protest ideology of the 1960s, Black 
psychologists demanded changes in how APA approached its research, policies, and programs to 
address nonsupportive and discriminatory positions toward African Americans at the time 
(Belgrave & Allison, 2006). The Association of Black Psychologists (ABPsi) was organized with 
the mission of actively addressing the severe problems facing Black psychologist and the broader 
Black community (The Association of Black Psychologists, n.d.). ABPsi offers training and 
support to African American psychology students, engages in strong advocacy against racist and 
discriminatory practices within the discipline of psychology and other areas, and is active in 
addressing social, psychological, and health problems found among people of African descent 
through training, education, and programs at the local, state, and national levels (Belgrave & 
Allison, 2006). The mere formation of this organization is an example of how Black 
psychologists have, and continue to, lead and contribute to the discipline of psychology. In the 
next section, prominent Black psychologists and their contributions to the field of psychology are 
described. 
Kenneth Clark. Despite experiencing racism at a young age, Kenneth Clark worked hard 
to excel academically. Though counselors encouraged him to pursue a trade profession because 
he was black, he continued to pursue academia and eventually attended Howard University to 
study medicine. After falling in love with psychology, Clark changed his major and graduated 
with a masters in psychology. He was particularly interested in how racial discrimination 
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influenced human behavior and interaction. After teaching at Howard, he pursued a PhD in 
Psychology from Columbia University, becoming a professor at City College, Harvard, 
Columbia, and the University of California, Berkley. Aside from teaching, Clark was dedicated 
to using social science to understand the effect of racism and segregation better, mainly as it 
pertained to youth. He helped develop many community projects and programs aimed at 
addressing issues in the African American community. Clark and his wife are perhaps most 
famous for studying the self-image of Black youth. In a study involving dolls of different races, 
Clark and his wife found Black children identified Black dolls as being bad, which lent evidence 
to racial segregation having a negative impact on the self-image of Black children. In the historic 
Brown v. The Board of Education case of 1954, their research was integral to the decision, which 
desegregated schools in America. The results made the Clarks instant celebrities across the 
country, which led to many awards and publication opportunities. (Bowen, n.d.) 
Mamie Clark. Like her husband, Mamie Clark also was accustomed to the racism in 
America, though she grew up in a happy and comfortable family. Raised in Arkansas, she also 
pursued an education at Howard University. Kenneth convinced her to pursue a degree in 
psychology, and she flourished. Her research on the development of consciousness in Black 
children served as the foundational premise of the work she and her husband would publish on 
the doll study. After she became the first African American female to graduate from Colombia 
University with a PhD, she struggled to find work as a psychologist, believing employers had 
trouble hiring a Black woman with a PhD She eventually found work as a clinician at the 
Riverdale Home for Children, where she worked with homeless African American girls. After 
encountering the disparate treatment of minority homeless children, she opened the Northside 
Center for Child Development, a center that offered comprehensive psychological services to the 
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poor, Blacks, and other minority children. Mamie Clark invested in many endeavors and 
accumulated countless awards and commendations, as she remained committed to her institute 
and the community (Karera, 2010). 
Thomas Parham. Thomas Parham grew up in southern California with a passion for 
serving his community. After earning his PhD in Psychology from Southern Illinois University, 
he returned to California and became a prominent figure in social advocacy, community uplift, 
and youth empowerment, particularly for the African American Community. Parham also served 
as president of the National Association of Black Psychologists, has contributed to professional 
journals and has been recognized and awarded for his accomplishments. His research interests 
include working with an individual of African descent, racial identity, and Afrocentric 
Psychology. He is touted as a gifted and charismatic speaker and being a transformative public 
figure. Dr. Parham currently serves as Vice Chancellor of Student Affairs and as an adjunct 
faculty member at the University of California, Irvine (Vice Chancellor Parham Biography, n.d.). 
Jessica Henderson Daniel. Jessica Henderson Daniel is another figure who was 
significantly impacted by the civil rights movement. With her mother as a model for service in 
the community, she was inspired to work for the good of not only people of color and women but 
also people from all walks of life. After receiving a PhD in from the University of Illinois-
Urbana, Dr. Daniel has worked to create spaces of inclusion for marginalized voices while 
mentoring young students of color. In her roles as associate professor of Psychology at Harvard 
Medical School, Boston University, and director of training in psychology for the Leadership 
Education in Adolescent Health (LEAH) Training Program, she has advocated for students of 
color to pursue research that challenges the inequalities and disparities that are embedded within 
mainstream health research. She has also contributed to research about African American child 
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and adolescent development. In addition, Dr. Daniel continues to provide mentorship, 
particularly to women of color within psychology and has significant roles in the American 
Psychological Association. Much of her contributions have been recognized by many 
professional organizations (MacKay, 2010). 
 Common leadership qualities and characteristics. In reflecting on the stories of the 
individuals described above, several salient themes become apparent. First, their leadership 
seems to occur in academic settings. Many used their forum as both psychologist and educators 
(professors, program directors, chancellors/presidents, etc.) to enact policies, programs, and/or 
research they were passionate about. In essence, they leveraged their authority to make positive 
contributions to the discipline and society at large. Second, they provided mentorship for other 
diverse members of the field. Recognizing the sparse representation of people of color in the 
field, these psychologists made themselves resources for students and early professionals, likely 
to help them navigate through their development as contributors to the discipline of psychology. 
Thirdly, the works of these psychologists contributed to both Black and other marginalized 
communities. Aside from providing direct clinical services to these populations, these 
professionals have also affected how research is conducted and interpreted concerning African 
American people. Some have even contributed to community organizations that serve African 
Americans and other populations. Mamie Clark and Jessica Henderson Daniel have also served 
as advocates for children and women, respectively.  
In addition, building strategic relationships appears to be a component of being an 
effective leader. Given that diverse leaders often implement styles that are more communal, the 
way Black leaders engage in relationships may also differ from individuals with dominant in-
group characteristics (Chin & Tremble, 2015). The DLMOX paradigm suggests that diverse 
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leaders implement a transformational style of leadership, with relationships being based in 
persuasion, not authority (Chin & Tremble, 2015, p. 119). Further exploration of how the 
relational dynamics involved in persuading others may differ for Black-identified leaders is 
merited. 
In sum, both lived experiences and social identities seem to have a relevant impact on 
how Black psychologists implement their leadership, which seems to align with some of the 
aforementioned leadership theories. In addition, they appear to be intrinsically drawn to provide 
services that benefit communities with similar experience and identities. These qualities are not 
proprietary to Black psychologists; any psychologist can contribute to the mentorship of younger 
professionals or support projects that uplift marginalized groups. But for Black psychologists, it 
seems that there is a collective narrative that is interwoven into the work they do: a history of 
racial injustice, the resulting trauma, and attempts toward healing. These are present, whether or 
not directly invoked or addressed. Perhaps this narrative is a part of the double consciousness Du 
Bois describes. To what extent does this narrative linger and affect how one conducts themselves 
as a Black psychologist? Is it possible to unite these themes from their work, essentially 
separating professional experience and identities from subjective ones? The current study 
attempts to uncover what affects the leadership qualities of Black psychologists, how these 
qualities may be similar or different from European-Americans, and why. 
Present Study 
  Little has been written on the leadership qualities of Black psychologists. The present 
study seeks to understand the leadership of African Americans by researching the experiences of 
Black psychologists. Some of the questions that the study aims to answer are: How do Black 
psychologists lead? How are their leadership styles similar and different from their white 
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counterparts? What are important influences in the development of their leadership qualities? 
What factors helped them to achieve their goals? The study will involve in-depth semi-structured 
interviews of Black psychologists, including both males and females.   
Definition of Leadership 
There are many theories of leadership, therefore making it difficult to define generally. 
Northouse (2004) proposes a general description that is commonly endorsed by leadership 
scholars: 
Despite the magnitude of ways that leadership has been conceptualized, the following 
components can be identified essential to the phenomenon of leadership: (a) leadership is 
a process, (b) leadership involves influence, (c) leadership occurs within a group context, 
and (d) leadership involves goal attainment. Based on these components, the following 
definition of leadership will be used … Leadership is a process whereby an individual 
influence a group of individuals to achieve a common goal (p. 3). 
The above definition will serve as a general guideline in assessing leadership, as it is further 










  This research follows a qualitative grounded theory methodology. Merriam (1998) notes 
that grounded theory studies develop substantive theories useful in everyday-world situations.  
These theories are helpful in practice as they address areas not typically covered in theories 
directed at more global concerns. Merriam also notes that in substantive theory, segments of data 
are compared, grouped based on similarities, and then categorized.  Themes or patterns are 
identified leading to a theory that can be applied in practice. The qualitative grounded theory is 
interpretative, as researchers will be using their interpretation of the data as the method of 
analysis, and the researcher's interpretation will be used to create conceptual categories 
(Merriam, 1998).   
Participants 
  Participants included 10 Black psychologists (5 males, 5 females) from across the 
country. Age ranged from 29-83 (Mean: 49). They worked in a variety of settings such as 
universities and community counseling centers, the majority being in faculty and administrative 
positions. Their involvement in psychology ranged from 3.5-56 years. A convenience sampling 
method was employed to recruit volunteers (see Appendix A for Invitation). Individuals were 
asked to participate using electronic mailing list via professional psychological organizations 
(e.g., the American Psychological Association (APA) and the Association of Black Psychologists 
(ABPsi)). Personal interviews were conducted with African American psychologists who live in 
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the Pacific Northwest. Participants scheduled a date and time to be interviewed by the 
interviewer. Interviews were conducted in-person communications as well as via phone or video 
call. No incentives were provided to the participants. 
Procedures  
Upon accepting the invitation to the interview and a time was set up to conduct the 
interview, participants were asked to sign an informed consent form (see Appendix B), which 
included permission to audio record the interview. The interviewer protected the participant's 
identity and minimized exposing personally identifiable information. This was done by using 
pseudonyms to replace the participant's actual name and destroying audio recording once the 
interview was transcribed. The questions for the semi-structured interview are listed in Appendix 
C. All interviews were transcribed, and subsequently analyzed using grounded theory to 
determine prominent themes. An additional researcher was identified to assist with the data 
analysis.  
Data Analysis 
Interviews with participants were audio recorded and transcribed so researchers could 
engage in qualitative analysis of participant responses. Using grounded theory, the interviewer 
analyzed participant responses for themes related to leadership and racial/ethnic identity. The 
interviewer then clustered responses based on the identified themes. A codebook of themes based 
on the identified themes was developed and shared with an additional researcher. Interviewer and 
the additional researcher separately analyzed one to three interviews by reading over the 
transcript and while listening to the interview audio. Each identified themes related to leadership 
and racial/ethnic identity, and both compared their findings for inter-rater reliability. Once high 
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inter-rater reliability was established, the remaining interviews were analyzed and compared by 
both the interviewer and the additional researcher. 





Data analysis revealed many themes related to how Black psychologist view their 
thoughts and experiences related to their world as Black identifying psychologists. These were 
organized into four overarching categories: (a) Understanding Cultural Heritage and Identity; (b) 
Challenging Experiences; (c) Approaches to Navigating Professional Contexts; and (d) 
Recommendations for Developing Professionals. First, each participant described elements of 
their cultural narrative relevant to how they conceptualize their identities. The researcher found 
that participants identified experiences of oppression and conveyed the importance of becoming 
aware of and addressing oppressive systems. In addition, many respondents describe historical 
and current events that impacted their psyche and compelled them to act in service of others 
within their community and other marginalized groups. Second, these psychologists discussed 
the challenges they had and continue to face in the discipline. They spoke to their experiences 
being overlooked or undervalued for their work and ways they attempted to respond during 
instances where their credibility was challenged. Third, participants shared strategies useful 
toward effectively navigating their professional contexts. The psychologists shared qualities and 
characteristics relevant to how they value and execute leadership, as well as other helpful 
insights. Lastly, the participants provided recommendations to the next generation of diverse 
practitioners and scholars as they pursue their interests within the field of psychology. 
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Understanding Cultural Heritage and Identity 
Cultural heritage. Many participants described their narrative as being directly affected 
by the experiences of Black individuals across history. They described that previous generations 
made it possible to realize more significant progress and they cherish the lessons taught to them 
by their ancestors.  
One participant, Steve, described often working toward integrating the perspectives of 
both Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X in how he interacts with the world. However, he 
admits being strongly impacted by the Dr. King’s "Drum Major Instinct" speech. Steve described 
the insights that he gained from Dr. King’s words:  
he used it as an analogy to describe and illustrate that the instinct in us that likes to be 
first and in charge and important. King argued that the ‘drum major instinct' is a good 
instinct, if you use it right. But if you want to be first, he said ‘Be first in moral 
excellence' … he finished up that sermon by quoting from the New Testament scripture, 
and he said ‘Whosoever among you wishes to be great shall first be a servant of the 
people.' So what King did in that speech was offer us a new definition of greatness, 
which I embrace because he said everybody could be great because everybody could 
serve.  So leadership to me is really about service. 
Later, Steve described also being affected by the words of Algerian psychiatrist, Frantz Fanon: 
Fanon was fond of saying that ‘each generation must, out of relative obscurity, discover 
its mission, fulfill it, or betray it.’ And it’s amazing that… as you think about people, and 
how they navigate their way through the world, there are a lot of folks who end up being 
very self-centered and self-focused. But what Joe White did and what Fanon has taught 
us through his writing is that if you’re blessed enough to inherit a legacy from the elders 
LEADERSHIP QUALITIES OF BLACK PSYCHOLOGISTS  24 
 
and the ancestors, then your job is to confront the question every day about whether or 
not through the activities that you engage in, are fulfilling or betraying the legacy? And 
I’ve always wanted to be in the space where I can say that I have fulfilled my legacy 
rather than betrayed it. 
Two other participants, Joy and Leon, also described why it is paramount for Black individuals 
to understand and embrace their cultural roots. Joy said, "I try to be intentional about making 
sure we are conscious of the contributions that Black people have made to society in addition to 
understanding the experience of oppression…." She described that being mindful of what Black 
people have accomplished in this world works toward dispelling the lies that racism tells about 
who Black people are. Similarly, Leon encouraged individuals of African descent to explore 
their heritage to help develop a grounding in their identity. He argued that having an Afrocentric 
framework and historical/contextual knowledge of one's ethnic background helps to thwart 
microaggressions, minimize stereotype threat, and limit self-defeating thoughts and ideas. 
Awareness of contemporary cultural issues. Interviewees were candid in sharing their 
views on contemporary issues affecting African Americans. Each described the necessity of 
being responsive to recent tragedies (e.g., incidences of police brutality, health disparities) and 
social movements (e.g., Black Lives Matter).   
Joy described having firsthand experiences engaging in protest and community healing 
efforts in the aftermath of the shooting of Michael Brown by a police officer. She later described 
that her research interests have focused on exploring experiences of discrimination, while her 
consulting work attempts to dismantle systems of oppression.  
Leon described how research he conducted in the Netherlands influenced how he 
understood health disparities affecting individuals of African descent: 
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I found and helped shed light on the gatekeepers [in the Netherlands] preventing [African 
refugees] from accessing quality care. I also gave them information on [refugee camps 
and how they were] not conducive to a person who has a chronic health condition … 
because often times you have to take a train, a bus, a car, and walk…even when you get 
there, you still have these people telling you “we think this stomach ache that you have is 
psychological” and send you home with something like Pepto-Bismol … and then you 
end up passing away from a ruptured appendix or something of that nature … [these are 
things] I felt to be pretty glaring that no one had really looked at in depth.     
He later shared that he centered his career on bringing light to health disparities in the service of 
individuals across the African diaspora.   
Another participant, Alice, shared that her professional community at the Historically 
Black College/University (HBCU) she worked for was deeply affected by the shooting of 
Philando Castile. Following the shooting, she described noticing the impacts of vicarious trauma 
and an increase in cultural mistrust amongst her students and colleagues. She later said she 
played a role in formal efforts to process the shooting with others on campus.  
In a reflection of current issues facing the Black community, Steve discloses his belief 
that African-Americans are in need of “mental liberation”:  
I think Black folk continue to have a shackle of conceptual incarceration on our brains 
that doesn’t have us working in our own self-interest and, in fact, is working against our 
self-interest.… If you think about the killings that happened with police assault on Black 
and brown bodies, that is a crime and a travesty and brings lots of outrage … but we’re 
about to lose around 400 bodies in Chicago alone this year. You add another couple 
hundred in south central Los Angeles, more in Philadelphia, New York, other places. 
LEADERSHIP QUALITIES OF BLACK PSYCHOLOGISTS  26 
 
This is Black on Black homicide. That’s not … George Bush or Donald Trump, that’s us. 
We have allowed people to intimidate our thinking in a way we now see each other as a 
problem and we will think not even twice about taking the life of another Black person 
rather than work it out and work with things to try to build some community. 
He goes on to argue that healing for Black Americans involves taking personal responsibility and 
working within the community to support one another and develop solutions. Joy offers a 
counterpoint to the notions purported by Steve:  
I think that in this day and age we have a group of Black people who I think play into 
internalized racism and blame Black people who are in poverty. I think they blame the 
problems on those Black people. It’s like “We must stop killing each other” 
thing.…[However,] the rates of White on White crime are the same as the rates of Black 
on White crime. 
Identity and intersectionality. Participants were provided with the opportunity to 
describe the identities critical to understanding who they are. While all participants generally 
identified as Black or African-American, some chose to provide additional context on the 
meaning behind their racial/ethnic identity. For instance, Gina described herself as “Black.” She 
noted that in communing with her African friends during her undergraduate years, the one thing 
she learned was that she was not African. She said, "my thinking and my culture and my way of 
doing things … were real different.”  
Mae shared that how she described herself varied depending on her audience. While most 
see her as Black or African American, she noted those descriptors often minimized the nuance of 
her racial/ethnic identity. Mae’s family embraces cultural traditions from a non-African country, 
which minimizes the appeal of using the term “African” American to describe her background. 
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In addition, Mae identifies as being a “third culture kid,” which she described as a culture or 
experience in and of itself; and given her immigration status, she described that being 
“American” does not always feel congruent with her identity.  
Steve had this to say when describing his racial/ethnic identity: “My identity is really 
characterized by both my roots as a person of African descent but also my grounding in the 
African-American experience, since that’s where I was born and lived all my life.” Similarly, 
Violet provided a detailed response when asked about her racial/ethnic background:  
I describe myself as … well … ethnic identity, African-American and race, Brown. I go 
by Black at times, but mix it up. If we're talking Crayola, [I would be] Brown. So for the 
most part, I prefer Brown, because when you're talking about race, in general, we were 
talking about people's skin color. My, the color of my skin is Brown, not Black. 
However, I do identify with the rest of the Black population because I'm treated the same 
way, and I have a lot of similar experiences. There might be an assumption that I'm 
distancing myself [from Black or African American people], which is not the case. It's 
more about accuracy. There's another part which leads it to be important to me … when 
we think of the term White, just like Black, in general, it's a social concept. It's not really 
based in anything. And one of the things they've done historically is to kind of erase 
people’s ethnic background to ascribe to this racial identity, just to build their numbers. 
That's how … the White identity was created in the first place. So why separate ourselves 
from other people of color and be a smaller minoritized group? So if we're Brown, then 
we're also joined by the Hispanic and Latino community and other people who identify as 
other Brown peoples. 
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Participants were asked to provide their thoughts around their intersecting identities. 
Gender, sexual orientation, age, faith, region/location of socialization, and 
nationality/immigration status were all included by participants as a salient layer(s) of their 
identity. Regarding gender, six participants spoke at length about how their gender identity 
impacts their work in their everyday personal and professional experiences; of these six 
participants, five identified as female.   
In discussing her experiences in academia and with her colleagues, Joy provided insight 
into the complexities of interacting with others as a Black woman: 
I think they don’t know how to read me because I don’t think any of them have Black 
friends or Black women they are not close to.… They don't know how to read me. I do 
research on the topic of diversity, and so there are interesting push and pulls of like … 
they don’t want me to be able to own diversity – like I can’t be an expert on that. It's got 
to be integrated everywhere, but it’s not integrated everywhere.… I think it’s directly 
related to me being a Black woman. In our department, my area is predominantly male, 
and so when I came in, there was a male that was hired the year before me. He was 
mentored by our director, taken out to lunch, shown the ropes – nobody did that for me at 
all. At all. And so … I don’t think anyone intentionally sat down and said we’re not 
going to [mentor me], but I think that didn't happen because no one saw me as their 
mentee. I think because I’m a Black woman.  
Joy described working with a colleague whom she said switched between identifying as White 
and Latina, depending on the circumstances. Her colleague was offered mentorship by another 
woman considered to be "one of the ‘big dogs’ in our area.” She continued:  
that woman has taken it upon herself to mentor this woman. Right.  So she is a woman. 
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She sees her as a woman and as a scholarly equal because they were similarly trained … I 
was not mentored at all.…Yes, I directly correlate them not mentoring me, not seeing me 
as a mentee, [as related to me] being a Black woman. 
Later, Joy provided additional context on interacting with her students as a Black woman: 
I don’t know that many of them have been in relationship with Black women before … 
Especially Black women leaders. So the fact that I'm more informal and I will ask about 
their lives, and I will share about my life … they don’t quite know what to do with me. 
And then the fact that I have high expectations…. I told my two students this year ‘This 
is how we’re going to do things in our lab and you’re going to hear this other thing from 
other people so just know that you’re going to hear it and you’re going to look at me like 
– Why am I making you do this? – But let me tell you this is for your own good.’ So I 
don’t know … being a leader as a Black woman with my students, I feel like I try to be 
open [and] develop some trust so that they will trust me to do what I tell them to do rather 
than me being dogmatic of like “You’re gonna do this cause I said so.”   
When asked why she continued to work at her institution, given that some of her experiences 
could be described, at a minimum, as subpar, Joy said:  
I have to give back, and that’s part of why I stay there. Some days it’s like “Why am I 
here?”  Because these people are exhausting. Part of it is because of the people I’m 
mentoring … my lab right now, it’s all women of color. I have two on internship, two 
applying for internship, one in their third year, and two in their first year. So they are all 
women of color, and I did not do that on purpose. 
Mae shares that after attending a conference symposium on how to provide services to support 
female-identified refugees, she was approached by one of the presenters, another Black woman. 
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The two exchanged thoughts and ideas. The women later approached Mae, this time with two 
other Black women, and requested support developing therapeutic services and programming 
related to their discussions. Mae shares the following:  
So here’s the thing: I need a mentor and then before you know it I have two other Black 
women there chasing me.… Oh my God!  They want to be able to do clinical work, but 
they need a mentor. They need someone who can help them do the clinical pieces 
because they are doing the research pieces and I'm like “Well, uh, okay, you're in another 
country here.  I'm not sure how this is okay” you know. But of course I'm willing to talk 
to them. 
Mae continued by stating she believed they felt comfortable consulting with her because “I’ve 
been told that I resemble a particular ethnic group within Nigeria." Further, she reminded the 
researcher about the relative scarcity of Black and female individuals with a skill set who could 
help provide expertise in this domain. 
Challenging Experiences 
Each respondent spoke to the relationship between their Black identity and their roles as 
professional psychologists. Participants described that others would often undermine or disregard 
their skills and abilities. When they noted their level of education and job title, many participants 
described others responding to them with shock and surprise. Leon shared that his White 
counterparts find it difficult to acknowledge that he has a doctoral degree: 
Often times when I enter into White spaces, they have a reluctance to say “Dr.” and they 
want to call you by your first name and I say, no, no, no.… Nope … I’ve worked too hard 
for my degree to be called [Leon] - especially if you’re a student. Yes, you’re not going 
to call me [Leon]. And if you did want to call me [Leon], you should probably ask first 
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before you just set out to say [“Leon”] or in an email … I usually get a lot of 
microaggression surrounding that component of being a professional Black male in a 
White-dominated area, especially in a White area where predominantly White men are 
prevalent in practicing, at least.  
Leon later shared how leadership characteristics are often viewed as threatening when 
demonstrated by someone who identifies as Black. He described that America’s history of chattel 
slavery played a role in socializing White people to respond with fear when African-Americans 
displayed confidence: 
Confidence, Self-assuredness … those qualities ingrained in who I am also comes across 
to a lot of White people as arrogance, pompous, a lot of negative connotation words – 
similar to how they look at behavioral concerns as maladaptive as opposed to mood 
related…they look at them as Oppositional/Defiance Disorder, Conduct Disorder, a 
conduct issues … as opposed to the irritability that comes along with me trying not to be 
a part of the system that stems from slavery ... just like slaves were deemed pathological 
if they didn’t want to be in slavery. If you didn’t want someone to beat on you, rape your 
mother, rape your kids, girls, and maybe even your boys depending on where you were, 
separate your family … if you didn’t want to live in that institutional lifestyle, then you 
must be pathological.   
Mae described the challenge of navigating an institutional system without adequate support: 
If you’re in a community where there are limited people who might understand what your 
trajectory is like … or what your challenges are, well then you’re kind of on your own, 
you know.… So that would be, I think, a big challenge. It’s like giving weight to the 
word ‘minority’ if that makes sense. I think maybe when we think of majority and 
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minority we think of less than in terms of what’s the numbers and whatever. This is a 
heavy weight when you’re truly a minority in terms of it means you don’t have as many 
resources as let’s say someone in a majority position. It also means that people speak – 
there are fewer people who speak the same language as you if that makes sense.  So even 
the way that you look at things and the outlook or perspective that you might have fewer 
people embody that.” 
Mae later disclosed her frustration and exhaustion from having to justify her opinions in 
her professional roles consistently.   
It is a struggle to have them understand that I shouldn’t have to defend my opinion about 
something if it’s different from theirs, just like I’m not asking them to defend their 
opinions if they are different from mine or from the next person’s. It’s very hard for some 
of my peers to understand that I am constantly trying to balance being inclusive and 
having everyone have a voice and at the same time have people respect that I’m in an 
authority position.… I think people sometimes completely overlook the fact that I 
function as an Associate Director, I function as a Training Director … [yet] they see their 
input as more important than my own for some odd reason. That’s very disturbing to me. 
I mean, that’s an example of something where they’re not even recognizing that when 
[someone else] says something, that’s just the way it is and we move on … but if I say it, 
it has to be questioned a little bit more. 
Similarly, David described the work that goes into valuing the perspective of diverse 
individuals in western society. He described having to convince others that being ethnically 
diverse does not mean he has a more “primitive” way of viewing the world. He stated, “I will not 
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allow my Blackness to be perceived as weakness.” David goes on to describe his thoughts 
concerning other’s view of his leadership style: 
People are trying to figure out “what type are you?” … are you going to be approachable, 
caring, angry, distancing … it’s not unusual that older White males feel most confused 
about where to put you. They want to make a buddy … I had one gentleman who said to 
me he wanted us to be friends and I said I’m not sure if that’s the best relationship – I’m 
your boss and I’m not sure if that’s the relationship I’m trying to strive for. What I’m 
striving for is mutual respect, and he had such problems with that because I wasn’t going 
to be buddy with him. 
David also recognizes that acknowledging the inequity inherent within his institution is vital to 
supporting and advising individuals of color: 
I have to sit and hear the stories. I recall being here my first year I sat with a young Black 
woman, and she said “This is one of the most racist places I've ever been to” … knew 
what she meant by that … she was still encountering classmates who were obtuse about 
certain things and some faculty who didn't know what to do with it and she just sat there 
and cried, and all I could do was hug her… 
In another an example, David provided additional context regarding the tensions of managing the 
different facets of his identity and the aspects of what the system asks of him. David reported 
having to call out his colleagues at times when addressing contemporary cultural issues falls on 
him: 
I can say to this institution ‘How come we’re not writing more or saying more about 
what’s happening in this cultural context' and it shouldn't be me writing that.  If we are 
concerned about this issue, it shouldn't be me writing it. I need to raise the fact that I'm 
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frustrated that I haven't heard anybody talk about this in any sort of way. Where is the 
letter [from the president of the institution]? You need to write for the institution, not me 
writing it … because people will say "well … this is your issue?" … You live with this 
sort of boundary managing. You're in between, so I mean I feel nervous about it. I know 
that's what my job is to do…”  
One of the more compelling stories was shared by Gina, who discussed an encounter with 
a colleague who directly challenged her when advocating for a faculty training at her institution. 
During a staff meeting, an administrator stressed that "objectives have to be clear" regarding the 
training proposed by Gina. During the meeting, Gina made multiple attempts to refine and clarify 
the objectives. However, the administrator was not satisfied with her efforts. In response to the 
administrator’s rejection of her alternate solutions, Gina responded: 
So then I just said ‘Why don’t you do it?  I do this stuff all the time. Why don’t you lead 
this one?’ She did it. She did it. She said ‘Oh is that alright with you?’ I said, ‘Yea! Sure. 
Why don’t you do it?’ She did it.… It went fine. It wasn’t what I would’ve done, but it 
was good enough. It was a power matter … So sometimes you just gotta outwit them…I 
don’t care if it’s about power you got it. I will step aside and hand it to you.… Power can 
threaten them – Who’s got the power over who or what … you see. 
Gina later noted that handling the situation as she did helped to advance her training initiative. 
She indicated that she would not approach every situation in this manner, but encourages being 
mindful of when the issues of power are at the core of tensions that may arise. 
In the classes she teaches, Joy described the pressure she received from students to 
conform to a teaching style that did not come naturally to her. She said, “do I suck it up and just 
be what they want me to be and just tell them information or do I push back?" Joy noted having 
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to compromise in how she presented her style to her students in order to avoid negative reviews 
from them. 
Approaches to Navigating Professional Contexts 
Given the awareness of their identities and specific challenges that they faced, 
participants in this study provided the researcher with insight on how to navigate professional 
contexts and create change. The following are prominent themes described by participants over 
the course of their interviews. 
 Authenticity. Black psychologists described the importance of being true to themselves 
while engaging in the systems where they are a part. David shared an anecdote that captured the 
essence of this theme. During graduate school, he described attending a barbeque with other 
students, faculty, and administrative staff. He continues:  
And at one point, he was standing next to the director of my program. They were talking, 
and I was a little distance off, and I remember looking at the two men and saying ‘I don’t 
want to lose what this man gave me to get what this man wants to give me.’ So I, for 
whatever reason, knew at that moment I had to juggle these parts of me and not lose this 
to gain this. 
He went on to provide context on the tensions that he must balance in his identities and his role 
as an administrator at his institution. He later described the importance of trying to be authentic 
to what he may be feeling in interfacing with others in his context: “people don’t need to [know] 
everything you experience, but they need to know where you are.” 
Joy described the role of transparency in her work with her graduate students. She models 
this by being open about her imperfections and areas of continued growth. For instance, she 
described to her students what it might look like for her to be "out of balance." She says, "so 
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when you get an email from me at 1:00 in the morning, I don’t expect you to reply.… I shouldn’t 
even be up, but I am." She provided further content regarding “transparency” with her students:  
I try to be transparent with them, and I think sometimes maybe that frustrates them … 
some of the other faculty leads are less transparent and so [their processes] look like a 
cleaner ship or a more direct it’s a well-oiled machine.… Whereas my students get to see 
my messy. I’m like ‘Well I think we should go this way … well, what do you think about 
that?' I’m asking for their input. I actually had a conversation with a student. I wanted her 
to take leadership and have a meeting even though I wasn’t going to be there and she’s 
like ‘Well I don’t want us to go down this road and then have to redo the work.' I was 
like, ‘Well why do you think you have to redo it? I respect what you all would do.… I’m 
not going to say I won’t have input but I also respect what you all would do, and it's not 
wasted work.' 
She later described that her style of leadership is less hierarchical, which she said encourage the 
growth of leadership qualities in her graduate students. Though she reiterated that it took time for 
her students - and some of her colleagues - to get used to her approach, she believes it to be 
worthwhile and allows her to be her full self in her work. 
 Violet also described valuing authenticity in her work as a clinical psychologist. She 
noted, however, that she weighs the pros and cons when considering how to present herself, 
noting that her identity as a Black woman, and the stereotypes that may accompany her 
identities, may evoke adverse reactions in others. She notes asking herself, “What are the 
benefits and consequences of me presenting in a certain way? And then how can I … evoke less 
defensiveness?” Similar to Joy, Violet owns her vulnerabilities and is not afraid to model this to 
others. She shared knowing that being vulnerable is not an easy task for anyone but described it 
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as necessary for continued growth. She described that she consciously works toward being 
“comfortable with my discomfort” being vulnerable.   
Steve provided context on the tension he feels between being authentic to himself and 
fulfilling his role as an administrator at an institution. While he described himself as a change 
agent and actively works toward advancing the “Black agenda,” he shared that some Black 
students struggled to see him as a credible ally toward making change on campus: 
You don’t need to come in and protest me to be able to get some things done. Come in, 
sit down, act like you got some sense, and let’s talk about ways which we can advance 
our Black agenda on campus, which I do all the time behind the scenes and sometimes in 
front of the scenes without y’all even knowing. 
Later in the interview, Steve continues: 
And those are the ones that become a little bit more emotionally hurtful … whenever 
there’s a group of folks who consider themselves student leaders who come and want to 
advance an agenda about you not [being] Black enough … that’s a piece of the challenge 
that you have to manage … now that I’m a [senior university administrator], I’m a bigger 
agent of the institution and, [to some students], I’m just representing ‘the man’.… It’s 
that kind of rhetoric that I’m kind of navigating to move through. 
 Leadership as representation. Psychologists involved in this study recognized that their 
presence in the field of psychology holds significance. They know that being "the first" can have 
a tremendous impact on their colleagues and the individuals they serve. Joy reported that as a 
Black woman, she sees leadership "as just simply being present, showing up and staying in the 
oppressive academy." She again referenced the women of color who chose to take part in her lab 
and recognized how much her presence mean to them as developing practitioners and scholars in 
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psychology. Leon stated similar sentiments: “by [being in] sheer proximity to people that look 
like you, you are giving other people hope and aspirations as to what they can be because you 
look like them.” In addition, Leon noted that being one of only a few African-Americans who 
lived and worked within a city in the Pacific Northwest meant that other are often intrigued by 
his presence and curious about why he chose to be a psychologist: “It’s always something that 
comes up in conversation.” 
 For Marcus, who began his career in the 40 years ago, performing daily tasks as a 
psychologist was more critical in that representation: 
I [was not thinking about] leadership or mentorship.… I was just gonna teach my class 
and do my counseling when I first got out cause that’s what I was trained to do. Then, 
when I saw that wasn’t going to be, and people kept asking me questions … wantin’ me 
to do this and that, I perceived then that I needed to create something in the space that 
was empty. So there was an empty space where Black and other minorities were 
concerned, and I perceived my responsibility of doing what I could to start to fill in that 
space. 
 Self-care and boundaries. Taking part in self-care is essential, regardless of what field 
one work in. However, participants in the current study describe that the stress of dealing with 
oppressive and discriminatory systems can be particularly impactful to Black psychologists. 
Violet shared that being an outspoken advocate for social change within her institution “doesn't 
always get you a whole lot of friends.” While she worked hard to avoid internalizing other’s 
challenges and critiques of her pursuits, she admitted that she takes on more stress than others 
may allow for their work: 
LEADERSHIP QUALITIES OF BLACK PSYCHOLOGISTS  39 
 
I'm putting a lot of additional extra pressure on myself to do things I might not need to 
do. And that has come up as a problem in my professional life, because a lot of times, I 
do way too much. And that takes away from how effective I can be overall as a 
clinician…sometimes I become very perfectionistic about it when I don't need to; it 
doesn't need to be like that. So other people don't have necessarily the same rigid 
standards that I developed because of [my past] experiences.  
She later encouraged soliciting feedback from trusted individuals to help balance one's 
perceptions with reality and described the importance of taking a break for self-care. 
 Leon described the high demand for his services in his community and the extraordinary 
burden it places on him to provide services, knowing he can only do so much: 
And then in the community, an African-American male who is a clinical forensic 
neuropsychologist, I’m the only one, so I'm overloaded. I have people from the court 
calling asking for my services. I have school systems, and I have private companies, 
[other] mental health providers … asking about collaborative partnering with them...[on 
the one hand,] it’s kind of like little strokes of ego – ‘Wow, people want me to be around’ 
so to speak. And then on the other end, it’s like ‘Whoa, I'm the only one, and it's hard to 
believe that and that you in an entire state can be the only person that can provide care to 
a particular group of people … it hurts to think that there’s a need and you’re not able to 
actually fill it. And it pushes you to push yourself to extraordinary limits, but we should 
all be able to pull ourselves back and say “Okay I need to do some self-care.”   
Mae described engaging in self-care is crucial, given that the system that she worked in 
regular shows indifference for her well-being: 
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I have to take care of myself, and I have to be focused on doing good work. And so I do 
my part of resolving or helping, but then I have to take care of myself because I don’t 
think their agenda is taking care of me if you get what I’m saying. 
Mae also acknowledged that there may be a relationship between her institution’s disregard for 
her well-being as related to the salience of her racial identity. She continues, “my agenda will be 
taking care of me because I know it’s not their agenda. So I don’t worry about them because 
they’re not worried about me. I have to worry about me.” 
 David recognized how hard it is to work within his institution because he juggles his 
identities, particularly as a Black male, and his professional roles. David later says “I know I 
work harder than probably other colleagues in my institution.…Because I am sensitive to both 
those things.” David later characterizes the tendency for Black professionals to overwork 
themselves as “John Henry Syndrome.” According to folklore, John Henry was a steel-driver 
who hammered through rock faster than a steam-powered rock drilling machine. In beating the 
machine, however, John Henry’s died due to the stress he put on his body during the 
competition. Given this story and advice provided to him by a previous mentor, David described 
being better at reading and managing systems without "going against the wave." He shared 
additional insights on how to manage systems:  
[My mentor told me] ‘you know it doesn’t make any sense to win and then drop dead’ … 
you choose a battle. You choose the one that’s most significant to the movement forward 
of the institution, not your personal one.…The ones I’m fighting are for a higher 
purpose…People know I’m not just fighting for my own sake.  
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 Both Gina and David presented compelling thoughts on the role of boundaries in their 
work. David described that a previous mentor taught him that boundary management is an 
essential component of being a successful leader within an organization.  
There’s moments when you feel like … boundary management this really is my job.… 
And you have to be able to hold the boundary in the face of people questioning your 
competency ... you’ve got to establish respect and credibility that you actually can and do 
have a vision or everybody questions you.… That’s why I think people need to see you 
authentically.… And it’s interesting. People say “Thank you. I was so grateful when you 
did so and so” because it says to them you’re strong enough to hold the boundaries.  
Gina offers that she does not have to be “rigidly distant” in order to maintain appropriate 
boundaries: 
I do a very good job of maintaining boundaries … one of the highest compliments I ever 
had was our Dean said to me one time “[Gina], you can come to see your clients in your 
bathrobe and maintain boundaries.” Because I know what boundaries mean for our work.  
You see what I mean? Cause I think that distance is really cultural. You don’t need it for 
boundaries … [I look] at it in a really different way … [it’s] about how you maintain it, 
how you know you’re maintaining it, [and] what tells you that? 
Gina and David work in different facets of psychology – Gina has spent many years in private 
practice, and David has primarily worked as a college administrator. 
On mentors and mentorship. Participants explained that their mentors emerged from 
many different situations and circumstances. They noted having more than a few individuals they 
looked up to over the course of their careers. Some participants also expressed having at least 
one mentor who was not Black or African-American. Violet shared that her mentor, a White 
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male, is "one of the reasons why I think really effective at what I do … yes, it's going to be 
different because he hasn't had the same experiences as I do. So I added [myself] to it." Alice 
mentioned that some of the most transformative moments in her development as a psychologist 
came in working with her supervisor and training director during internship; both identified as 
White. When asked about the importance of having a mentor who shared a similar racial identity, 
Gina emphasized finding help from anyone who is willing to support one’s vision: 
Don't sit around being lazy. Get yourself to some help and find people who will help you. 
Because there were people, who try to help me. I wasn't listening to them. There were 
people saying, ‘[Gina] are you alright?' Well, I'm fine. You know, that kind of stuff. I 
wasn't, and it was affecting my work. I had to learn that. 
Each participant described having a duty to provide mentorship to younger generations of 
individuals and professionals, particularly if mentees identified as Black or came from a minority 
background. Many reflected on the support provided to them by their mentors and felt a 
responsibility to pay it forward. As stated in an earlier section, Joy provided mentorship to 
women of color in her lab at the institution she works for; she described her work with these 
women as deeply meaningful and fulfilling. Ed developed a mentorship program for “anyone 
who needs it.” He said the group is “the most diverse group you’ll ever see.” He also shared that 
he is still in contact with his first cohort of graduate, a group that was established more than 30 
years ago. For David, mentorship is about helping his mentees to surpass what he has been able 
to accomplish and encouraging them to recognize that “at some point, we are going to be 
colleagues." He went on to say that he hopes that their relationship will be lifelong.  
Participants also encouraged the researcher to consider that mentorship is a mutually 
beneficial process. David provided a vivid example:   
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I can recall when I left working for [my previous advisor], and I started to get teary and 
said: "I don’t know how I can thank you … this was such a gift to me.” He got mad. He 
said, ‘Well what makes you think you’re the only person who got something out of this?’  
I was like ‘oh … okay.’ He said “What makes you think you’re the only one that valued 
this?  I valued it as well.” So he taught me a lesson that it’s real hard to mentor without 
the mentor gaining something from the relationship as well. 
 On leadership. Participants were provided with opportunities to reflect on what 
leadership meant to them. A wide range of responses were provided. Gina described what 
leadership looked like in her work as a psychologist and provided suggestions on how to 
implement change within an institutional system. First, she described the importance of defining 
one’s purpose carefully: “What is it you want? What do you want to achieve? What do you want 
to do?” She later encouraged building relationships within a given context in order to function 
well and make change within a given system.  
To make something work, you have to have the right relationships with the right people. 
So know who you need to have the right relationships with, and make those relationships 
work. I’m not talking sucking up to them.… Tell them the truth.… You need to know 
that you can look each other in the eye and tell each other the truth if you’re going have 
the right relationship, you see. 
Joy believed leadership is about being collaborative and willing to listen and learn: “I see it as 
being smart enough to have great people around you and not be intimated by their greatness. I 
see it as being willing to name and stand up against forces or in support.…” She also believed 
being true to oneself is an integral part of being a leader, as well as asking difficult questions 
without apology.  
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 Steve believed leadership is more about behavior rather than given titles. In addition, he 
described his leadership as being characterized by service. 
So I lead by being able to serve … whether I’m participating in a march and rally, if I’m 
leading a summit, if I am being asked to lead an organization, if I am being invited to 
lead this particular role or function in my work … being all of that is really an 
opportunity to serve.… I don’t necessarily judge my leadership by the position I hold – 
what I judge it by is the principles I embrace … so it's the principles, it's the positions I 
take, and it’s the policies that I try to implement that make life different and better for 
people that I’m trying to impact. 
Like Steve, Alice believed being a leader is about providing service to others. She later lists 
qualities indicative of a good leader: “It is someone who is decisive, who is not [emotionally] 
reactive… I think a leader is caring. I think a leader is generous. I would say self-sacrificial." She 
goes on to say that having a doctoral degree, being African-American, and female “there is a 
certain de facto leadership that comes into play.…” She continued: “there are people that 
immediately look up to you just because of your education and the status that you have just 
based on the degrees that you have.” 
Leadership is a “two-way street,” according to Leon. He described that a leader is a 
person that is both a good leader and follower: “you have to have a sense of humbleness but also 
advocate for other people’s wants, beliefs, desires – things of that nature." He also believed in 
connecting with people and being able to disseminate information for the betterment of one’s 
community. 
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Being relatable and accessible to those one leads is vital to Mae. She described being 
wary of leaders who cannot make time for the individuals they serve and convey information 
with "intellectualized words.” She continues:  
you want to know that person understands what it’s like for other people.… You’ve got 
to know what it’s like to be within and among [the people you serve] … otherwise, it 
doesn't seem very natural, or human-like … you can’t approach someone if you don’t 
ever see a little bit of them struggling or having flaws or being human. So if you can’t be 
genuine as a leader it’s hard to be able to lead. 
Ed described that effectively translating between one’s cultural understanding and the 
needs of an institution is important for people of color, particularly African Americans, in 
leading and avoiding problems within a system. In reflecting on his leadership style, he shared 
that he is heavily impacted by his experiences as a military veteran and a social scientist. 
Because of this, he described having more success navigating within predominately White 
institutions. However, he reported being more comfortable in "minority" institutions. 
in majority institutions, it was [easier] to get a task done … to have credibility … to lead. 
In White institutions, I could get a lot done a lot quicker, and the rules were clearer…. 
My comfort level is higher in a minority institution … cause I know race probably is not 
on the table. Minority institutions tend to be run more family style, not according to rules 
and regulations … just who you are, who's your friend, who's your family as opposed to 
what you know and what you do…" 
He also referred to individuals from marginalized racial groups as often preferring and engaging 
in a "community approach" when operating within systems. 
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David described that excellent leaders balance the tension associated with their roles 
working within an institution. He shared that he worked hard to effectively function in his 
professional role while also maintaining his integrity as someone who values progress and 
creditability with individuals of color. In addition, David described it is important to be mindful 
of when systems attempted to use or manipulate him. He shared that he was sought to consult 
regarding an article about the Black Lives Matter movement. The supervisor of the article's 
author, who was European American, hoped David's suggestions would deter readers from 
becoming upset. David made his suggestions and returned the article to both the supervisor and 
the writer. However, he did not know the writer, a woman of color, was not informed that he was 
consulted on the article; she was angry when she learned what happened. David believed the 
writer’s supervisor was using him to potentially temper the message of the writer, something he 
views as an injustice:  
she was right to be angry with me because I basically said ‘if you say this way you might 
not be heard.’ Now what she heard is ‘don't say that at all' and … that's not what I'm 
saying to you. So I do have to be careful in this role of not being used by the system I'm 
in to squash stuff that I actually want to get going. And so I do get nervous about that, 
and there is a certain degree of hypervigilance you have to have. This is one of the 
tensions of being a leader in a primarily European American, European generated or 
dominated institution…. She basically said I felt like ‘you sold me out.'  She didn't say 
that but that was what she was saying, and I'm thinking ‘well, in part, I did. And I 
apologize, and I need to go back and fix that.’ 
Given the insight David gained from the anecdote above, he shared his aim and desire for those 
who work under him. 
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I have tried to build a culture that people speak into as opposed to I lord over … the goal 
is not to gain power from me. It is that you feel empowered enough that you can present 
ideas … that you want to struggle and argue for … because they serve the whole. That’s 
the culture I’m trying to build. I can certainly have a strong opinion, but let me hold my 
opinion and hear what you all want to do with this. And let’s collaboratively problem 
solve. And again, if you're spending all your time trying to dethrone me, then I haven't 
built the culture very well … [I don’t want them to feel like if they] disagree with me, 
I’m going to be so angry [and] punitively hurt [them] in some sort of way. That’s crazy. 
That’s old politics. That makes no sense to me. Now that’s a different cultural style. I 
don’t think it’s just because I’m African American … [but] it’s certainly influenced by 
my ethnicity and race.   
Recommendations for Developing Professionals 
 At the end of interviews with each participant, the researcher asked them to provide 
recommendations for graduate students of color who aspire to be leaders within their respective 
professional context. Participants provided many insightful responses. Both Joy and Steve 
advocated for shifting the typical view of higher education. They described that graduate school 
is a game and encouraged exercising choice in order to participate in what best fits one’s needs 
and career goals, as well as one’s lifestyle. Joy specifically recommended being as visible as 
possible regarding your professional tasks to deter questioning from others:  
It is a game of chess … see it as such and be strategic about how you spend your time. I 
guess what I’m saying is [having your stuff together] gives you more room to do the … 
work [you want to do] 
Steve points out: 
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Graduate school is not a democracy … they tell you we want to hear your ideas and we 
want to hear your perspective.… That’s not really what they want to hear. What they 
want to hear is you regurgitate what it is they expect you to know. So in grad school, you 
want to keep your head down … and just navigate your way through because your job is 
to finish. 
Steve continued by sharing one of the central questions African-Americans have to answer in 
their identity formation process: "How do I maintain a sense of my cultural integrity in a world 
that does not support or affirm my humanity as a person of African descent?” He encouraged 
reading up on prominent Black scholars and authors while refining bi-cultural and code-
switching skills:  
you gotta learn the tools, the trade, the skill, the technology of the dominant culture and 
be able to walk on that side of the fence, but never lose sight of who you are at the core… 
even though there are going to be some instances where you’re gonna have to suppress a 
little bit of that side of yourself in order to navigate the pathway to productivity and 
success. 
Similarly, Leon advised that graduate students lean into their education, learn the language and 
knowledge higher education has to offer, and begin the work of translating the insights and 
resources provided to them so people within the Black community can benefit: 
because you have the acumen of being a minority, being in grad school, going to grad 
school, finishing grad school, getting your degree, and learning the language of the larger 
society, you can bridge that gap where you’re in both settings so you can code switch! So 
when you’re in this large institution, you can say in their own language, give them 
whatever evidence you need to give them and say “This is not a realistic conclusion 
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based on the evidence.  A, B, C does not yield D.” And then in our environment when 
you come back to the community you can say, "Well this is what we discussed, and that 
just means A, B, C, D." And just tell them what it means. Just translate. So you basically 
are a translator, so to speak…that’s basically how or what I think a leader really does: 
foster communication. 
Alice also pointed out the importance of serving your community, adopting an adage from a 
comic book series, “With great power comes great responsibility.” Further, she emphasized that 
being Black and a male is an endangered species in the field of psychology and also a target in 
contemporary society. She stated, “the power that you have with your education and your 
profession gives you a responsibility to shape and lead other people in the [Black] community 
and beyond.” 
Violet suggested that “holding multiple perspectives” is the critical task for people of 
color, even if one does not agree with the perspective. Also, she asserted that making room for 
multiple perspectives provides for an opportunity to hear the underlying truth in what others 
describe. She noted that even in people who are racist, there is truth concerning what they are 
saying, though cloaked in “the bullshit” they may spew.  
Ed encouraged developing professionals to read and understand everything: “Know your 
shit. You’re already a psychologist.  You’re dealing with people’s minds. Be good. Read. Not 
only read psychology but read history. Read novels. Read literature. Know what’s going on 
except in Psychology. Really be an educated man.” He also recommended avoiding fixation on 
racial identity, stating that "You are a psychologist who happens to be Black … nobody’s gonna 
respect you as a Black psychologist … but, they will respect you because you are a Black man 
who has skills and knowledge … don’t let being Black be an excuse.”  
LEADERSHIP QUALITIES OF BLACK PSYCHOLOGISTS  50 
 
Joy and Mae agree that it is vital to build relationships and maintain them. They also 
encouraged situating yourself around people that you identify with and learn from them. 
Specifically, Joy suggested requesting that one’s institution pay for mentorship opportunities, if 
adequate resources are not available on site. She also warns not to operate in isolation: "use your 
mentorship network!" Similarly, Mae encouraged: "so have multiple conversations and remain in 











The present study sought to develop further the body of knowledge that exists related to 
how Black psychologists see themselves as leaders. To explore this topic, the current study 
examined how these psychologists use their abilities and experiences to navigate their respective 
professional contexts. Themes were identified using semi-structured questions developed by the 
researcher. The knowledge gained from this research study provides insight into factors that 
contribute to the development of Black leaders, specifically psychologists. A total of ten Black 
psychologists were interviewed as a part of this study, with five participants identifying as male 
and five identifying as female. Fifteen themes representing factors contributing to the leadership 
of Black psychologists were initially identified by the researcher during the data analysis. 
Themes were further distilled and collapsed into four categories: (a) Understanding Cultural 
Heritage and Identity; (b) Challenging Experiences; (c) Approaches to Navigating Professional 
Contexts; and (d) Recommendations for Developing Professionals.  
Analyses of data indicated that participants were highly trained and experienced 
psychologists with a diverse skill set of leadership abilities. These leadership abilities appear to 
be heavily influenced by how they integrated themselves, their social identities and lived 
experiences, into their work as professionals. The variety of participant experiences also affected 
the quality of the data collected. Participants were from locations across the country and had 
experience in a wide range of specialized areas in psychology, including medical schools, 
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community-oriented psychology, private clinical practice, graduate school faculty, university 
administrators, and university counseling centers. Their proximity to academia, whether related 
to their education as holders of doctoral degrees or in their current professional roles, also 
allowed for them to accumulate experiences and develop expertise diplomatically navigating 
complicated institutional politics.  
With their identities being marginalized in society and within the field of psychology, 
these participants were among the few, if not the first, in their professional contexts. This may 
help to explain their savvy finding balancing between maintaining the values of their institutions 
and their personal identities and values. In addition, their marginalized status also contributes to 
their pursuit of credibility, which often resulted in them working harder to prove themselves as 
capable professionals.  
The above findings are supported by conclusions made by Chin and Tremble (2015), who 
describe that diverse leaders value “collaboration and consensus, a social justice and humane 
orientation, authenticity, and integrity” (p. 277). Further, the shared experience of marginality 
among participants in this study shaped the shared goals of promoting diversity and equity, self-
protection, supportive networks, and mentoring as dimensions of diverse leadership (Chin & 
Tremble, 2015). The Diverse Leader-Member-Organizational Exchange Paradigm (DLMOX) 
proposed by Chin and Tremble (2015) appears to be a model that helps to explain, at least 
partially, the leadership qualities described by black psychologists over the course of the present 
study.  
The presence and qualities of the researcher may have also affected the quality of the data 
collected. As a Black, cisgender, heterosexual, male, graduate student pursuing a doctorate in the 
field of psychology, I have a considerable amount of interest in how these psychologists made 
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their way to be effective leaders. While interviewing these volunteers was a part of a data 
collection process for my dissertation project, my encounters with them were far more than just 
scientific exploration. I genuinely connected with these individuals to gain knowledge and 
wisdom from their stories. Their insights have been deeply validating where I once questioned 
my approach to leadership, and my own sanity. Where I once pathologized my values, priorities, 
and vision as an aspiring leader, I now recognize strength and pride. Their mentorship has 
changed me forever, which parallels how they were affected by their mentors. Due to our shared 
experience of pursuing a doctorate as Black-identified individuals, these participants also saw 
themselves in me and demonstrated interest in providing me with support and advice, which 
promotes my chances of survival as a psychologist in the future. 
Implications 
This study begins to address how the leadership styles and approaches of Black 
individuals may differ from dominant in-group leaders. The study also contributes to the body of 
research that expands the definition of leadership and characterizes leadership qualities as 
interactive, dynamic, and holistic (Chin & Tremble, 2015). Black psychologist brings every part 
of their identity into their work as professionals, which impacts the nature of their work and their 
interactions with others within their contexts. The DLMOX paradigm may be a useful tool as 
individuals begin to assess and reflect on their leadership skills and abilities.  
Limitations and Future Directions 
 The primary limitation of this study is that participants were chosen based on 
accessibility and convenience. A small sample size was used due to the extensive nature of this 
research. Also, 7 of the 10 interviews were conducted over the phone or using Skype call, which 
prevented some non-verbal information being communicated during conversations with each 
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participant. In addition, participants began to provide detailed information about their 
experiences at the intersection of their social and/or personal identities. Due to the broad focus of 
the current study, these experiences were not examined carefully. 
Future research in this line of inquiry could further explore the framework associated 
with the Diverse Leader-Member-Organizational Exchange (DLMOX) Paradigm. Specifically, 
the DLMOX paradigm may be useful toward providing for a more clear and thorough 
investigation of the experiences of Black leaders. Research could also be done to explore the role 
of specific intersecting identities (e.g., Black women, Black and LGBTQIA+) on the ways Black 
leaders see and understand themselves. It may also be informative to examine the differences in 
the ways of leading between Black and non-Black individuals using both qualitative and 
quantitative methodology. 
Summary 
The participants appeared to be less hierarchical in defining leadership and in how they 
implemented their leadership approach. Generally, they described being interpersonally driven 
and focused their attention on creating opportunities for equity and inclusion. These participants 
described their institutions as not having their best interest in mind, shedding light on the double-
binds they often found themselves held captive to. They demonstrated creativity and ingenuity in 
pursuit of the resources their contexts either poorly provided or failed to provide, while also 
satisfying the tasks required of them in their professional roles within the system. They also 
demonstrated an awareness of the collective histories of African Americans in this country, 
which impacted how they see and understand their Blackness and their other personal identities. 
With the traumas endured by their people (and other marginalized individuals/groups) in mind, 
they exhibit pride in being at the forefront of developing innovative solutions and contributing to 
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healing efforts. The generosity of these individuals cannot be overstated; even though they 
describe balancing the tensions between their professional duties, their identities, and working 
toward the betterment of society, contributing to the development of the next generation of 
diverse psychologist remains among the highest of their priorities. In sum, these psychologists 
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Appendix A 
Invitation to Participate 
 
 
BLACK PSYCHOLOGISTS WANTED  
FOR PARTICIPATION IN 
DISSERTATION RESEARCH
Greetings! 
My name is Samuel Marque Smith. I am a doctoral 
candidate in the Graduate Department of Clinical 
Psychology at George Fox University under the 
supervision of Dr. Winston Seegobin.  
I am looking for black psychologists to interview as 
a part of my IRB-approved qualitative dissertation 
research examining the leadership qualities of  
black psychologists. After reviewing the consent 
form and set up , the interview should take 60 
minutes. 
If you are interested in being interviewed, please 
see information below. Thank you for your help!  
Sincerely, 
Sam 
CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP ONLINE 
(https://goo.gl/ forms/oTsjYnps1FbENjvJ3) 
~OR~ 
Contact Sam:  
ssmith13@georgefox.edu 
253-576-2672
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Appendix B 
Informed Consent Letter 
 
Hello. My name is Samuel M. Smith and I am a doctoral candidate in the Graduate Department of Clinical 
Psychology at George Fox University, under the supervision of Dr. Winston Seegobin. Thank you for agreeing to 
participate in my dissertation research, which is exploring the leadership qualities of black psychologists. Please 
review the information below. Once you’ve agreed and signed this document, we will make arrangements to 
conduct your interview. A copy of this document can be provided at your request. 
Consent for Voluntary Participation: I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and understand that: 
1. I will be interviewed by Samuel M. Smith using a semi-structured interview format consisting of several 
questions.  
2. The questions that I will be asked will address my experiences around racial/ethnic identity, my work as a 
professional psychologist, and my views of leadership. 
3. The interview will be audio recorded to facilitate analysis of the data.  
4. My name will not be used, nor will I be identified personally in any way or at any time. Instead, 
pseudonyms will be used to protect my identity.  
5. I understand it will be necessary to identify participants in the dissertation by gender, years of professional 
experience, and position or summation of position title (e.g., Sally, an early career female professional in 
private practice said . . .).  
6. I understand that results from this survey will be included in Samuel M. Smith’s doctoral dissertation and 
may also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional journals for publication.  
7. I have the right to review the written transcript of my interview prior to the final oral exam or other 
publication. 
8. This document will be secured in a locked file cabinet in the office of Dr. Winston Seegobin. 
9. I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any time.  
10. I am free to participate or not to participate without prejudice. 





Samuel M. Smith, M.A.    Winston Seegobin, Psy.D. 
Cell: (213) 437-3022    Office phone: (503) 554-2381 
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Appendix C 
Therapist and Participant Questions 
 
Today, I’ll be asking questions about a number of your experiences around racial/ethnic identity, 
your work as a professional psychologist, and your views of leadership. Please share as much 
about your experience as you feel comfortable with. Some questions will have several parts, but 













4. Years of professional experience as a psychologist: 
 
 
5. Could you tell me about some of your work as a professional psychologist? Are there any 






6. Could you share your view on the relationship between your identity as a(n) 
______(insert specific racial/ethnic identity here)______ and your identity as a  
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8. As a(n)______(insert specific racial/ethnic identity here)______ and a professional 






9. How does your identity as a leader and a(n) _(insert specific racial/ethnic identity here)_ 
psychologist affect interactions with your clients, colleagues, superiors, and/or other 
stakeholders? Do these interactions differ based on the racial/ethnic identity? Examples. 
 
 
10. Think back to one moment that you would consider “transformational” in your 
development as a leader. Can you describe that moment to me? Who was involved? How 





11. What were some of the challenges in developing your way of leading? Who, if anyone, 
struggled the most to accept you manner of leadership? Did the salience of your 
______(insert specific racial/ethnic identity here)______ play a role? Were you able to 






12. In developing your form of leadership, is there a mentor who was influential in that 






13. How do you mentor others? What obligation do you have to provide mentorship or 






14. Often, we identify with multiple social and personal identities. Are there other identities 
that are important to defining yourself? Please share how these identities may affect the 
ways and contexts in which you lead? 







15. What advice would you give someone like me (a graduate student and persons of color), 
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